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The use of alcohol and drugs, drinking and
driving, and other high risk and delinquent
behaviors – these are just a few of the serious
issues that face today's young people.  Every
year, the age at which children must confront
negative peer pressure and make crucial
decisions, gets younger and younger.  The
consequences of their decisions for themselves
and others (i.e., victims and the community) can
be significant.  Adolescence is a pivotal stage of
human development.  Sound guidance and
meaningful learning opportunities during this
time period will aid them in becoming
responsible and productive citizens.  Therefore,
adolescents should be a primary target of
prevention and intervention efforts.

Traffic safety is one area that clearly illustrates
the effects of adolescent substance use.
Thousands of young people die on America's
highways each year.  Many of these fatal
accidents are alcohol- and drug-related.  To
address this alarming problem, the National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration
(NHTSA) of the U.S. Department of
Transportation and the Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) of the
U.S. Department of Justice are constantly
searching for effective strategies to reduce motor
vehicle crashes, injuries, and fatalities and to
improve highway safety programs in the States.

Recent efforts aimed at preventing and reducing
the numbers of youth involved in motor vehicle
fatalities include:

the establishment of laws increasing the
minimum drinking age to 21 and efforts to
increase enforcement of these laws;

public awareness campaigns;
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the enactment of "zero-tolerance" laws by
the states making it illegal for persons
under the age of 21 to drive with any
measurable amount of alcohol in their
bloodstream; and

the development and implementation of a
wide range of prevention and intervention
programs aimed at youth.

These measures helped to reduce substantially
(by 59 percent) the number of young people
who were fatally injured in alcohol-related
motor vehicle crashes between 1982 and 1995.
However, alcohol and drug use by adolescents is
increasing, and youth continue to be
overrepresented in highway crashes when
compared with the overall driving population.
The reasons for this are multifaceted.  It can be
attributed in part, to the lack of resources
available in many communities to enforce and
respond to the problem of underage drinking
and impaired driving.  It also must be
understood, however, that numerous factors
(social and environmental) impinge upon an
individual's development. These factors can
influence an adolescent’s choices about whether
to engage in illicit substance use and
delinquency.  NHTSA and OJJDP recognize that
to address these issues and ultimately reduce the
number of teenage motor vehicle fatalities and
injuries, prevention and intervention strategies
must be both far-reaching, and not focused
exclusively on highway safety.

Teen courts are emerging as a promising
mechanism for holding youth charged with
status offenses, such as alcohol possession and
misdemeanor offenses accountable, and for
promoting and providing avenues for positive
development.  Teen courts provide jurisdictions
with an alternative method of sanctioning these
youthful offenders, whom the formal juvenile
justice system often ignores due to the need to
focus on more serious offenders.  In addition,
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teen courts can mobilize a diverse mix of youth
volunteers for active and constructive
involvement in addressing problems in their
towns and cities.  This approach presents
communities with a unique opportunity to teach
young people valuable life skills.  It also sends a
strong message to the community (including
other youth) that young people do not condone,
law-breaking behaviors, including underage
drinking and impaired driving.

Developing and implementing teen courts on the
local level requires a coordinated and
collaborative effort among various agencies and
sectors of the community (e.g., law enforcement,
probation, courts, schools, parents, youth).  For
teen courts to reach their maximum
effectiveness, guidance is needed in developing
programs that are philosophically sound and
legally defensible.  To promote the teen court
concept and provide agencies with this type of
assistance, NHTSA and OJJDP joined with the
American Probation and Parole Association
(APPA) to research teen courts on a national
level and develop this Guide.  APPA's strong
juvenile justice focus and close affiliation with
community corrections agencies nationwide
have provided an advantageous avenue for
obtaining and disseminating information about
teen courts.

The main objective of this Guide is to equip
juvenile justice agencies with baseline
information that will aid them in developing,
implementing, and enhancing teen court
programs as a viable alternative for juvenile
offenders in their communities.  As will be seen
throughout this manual, teen courts nationwide
share many of the same fundamental principles.
However, the manner in which they function in
their day-to-day operations can vary
significantly from program to program.
Program organizers should be aware of the
similarities and differences among programs and
institute a development process to result in a
program that responds to and fulfill the unique
needs of the local youth, juvenile justice system,
and community.

NHTSA and OJJDP hope that this Guide will
encourage more jurisdictions to develop and
implement teen courts as an alternative approach
to traditional juventile justice system processes.
In doing so, communities can begin to address
the problems associated with adolescent
substance use and other misdemenor offenses,
including those related to traffic safety.


